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North Korea’s release of the 
Pueblo crew climaxed 11 
months of acute embarrass- 
ment for the United States — 
in front of both its foreign and 
domestic audiences. 

It was like a fable right out 
of Aesop: The tiny mouse had 
this sharp teeth in the tail of 
the big powerful lion, and 
wouldn’t let go until he felt 
like it. 

The incident really began 
last Jan. 5 when the Navy in- 
telligence ship Pueblo slipped 
out from a Japanese port 
under secret orders to patrol 
off the coast of North Korea 
in order to report on Commu- 
nist shipping and locate radar 
installations. 

The sailing orders limited 
the Pueblo’s probing mission 
to 13 miles off the North Ko- 
rean shore. North Korea 
claims a 12-mile territorial 
water limit, but the United 
States has never officially rec- 
ognized more than a three- 
mile limit. 

On Jan. 23, North Korea, 
claiming that the Pueblo had 
intruded into her territorial 
waters, forced the ship into 
capture, four of the 83-man 
crew were wounded. One later 
died. 

U.S. officials insist that the 
Pueblo at the time of her cap- 
ture was well within interna- 
tional waters. But since the 
ship was relatively unarmed, 
and totally without escort, she 
couldn’t very well resist. 

U.S. Indignant 

The U.S. response was one 
of extreme indignation — illus 
trated by charts at the U.N, 
Security Council and full tele- 
vision coverage. 

But despite all the charts 
and indignation, foreign diplo- 
mats as well as members of 
Congress found it difficult to 
make a spy ship look like an 
innocent maiden. They quietly 
kept asking: What business 
had a spy ship being there in 
the first place? And why was 
it unescorted? 

North Korea, meanwhile, 


began a parade of confessions, 
exhibiting photographs and 
signed statements from Cmdr. 
Lloyd M. Bucher, the Pueblo’s 
skipper, right down through 

Although the Administra- 
tion insisted that the Pueblo 
never intruded — and insists so 
even privately to this day— 
both Defense Secretary Robert 
S. McNamara and Secretary of 
State Dean Rusk left the door 
ajar a bit in their joint ap- 
pearance on “Meet the Press” 

. on Feb. 4. 

They acknowledged that 
there was a period of radio si- 


lence Jan. 10 to Jan. 21 — prior 
to the capture — when the 
Pueblo’s exact location wasn’t 
definitely known. 

The Hard Facts 

When the cries began to 
mount during this political 
campaign year to “do some- 
thing” President Johnson’s 
'Administration was obliged to 
tell the U.S. public the hard 
facts of life: No rescue opera- 
tion could be mounted for the 
Pueblo which would guarantee 
getting the crew out alive. 
Leaving the ship itself behind 
was a foregone conclusion. 

Nevertheless, President-elect 
Nixon, in his speech accepting 
the Republican nomination in 
Miami last August declared: 
“When respect for the 
United States of America 
falls so low that a fourth-rate 
military power, Like North 
Korea, will seize an American 
naval vessel on the high seas, 
it is time for new leadership 
to restore respect for the 
United States of America.” 
But the only way to repa- 
triate the Pueblo crew was on 
North Korea’s terms. And 
these began being spelled out 
at the first meeting at Pan- 
munjom in the Korea Demili- 
tarized Zone on Jan. 24, the 
day after the Pueblo’s capture. 

Essentially North Korea 
wanted three things: Adminis- 
sion of trespassing in her sov- 
ereign waters, a personal apol- 
ogy from President Johnson 
and a U.S. commitment never 


to transgress again. 

The President, for reasons 
of the integrity of office and 
national pride, did not want to 
, pay the high price of admit- 
. ^ng an offense he didn’t be- 
lieve the United States had 
’ committed. 

The Other Korea. 

And he also had South 
; Korea to consider. The South 
Koreans long have been ap- 
prehensive lest the United 
States, in its impatience to 
rescue the Pueblo crew, forget 
about South Korea’s own 
needs t-o consolidate its people 
in a stable, non-Communist 
government which can resist 
the siren songs from the Com- 
munist North . # . 

As the months wore on, 
time seemed to play a part in 
the considerations of both 
President Johnson and North 
Korea. 

The President, wth only 
weeks to go before the end of 
his Administration, was anx- 
ious to tidy up the acutely em- 
barrassing Pueblo incident as 
finished business. 

North Korea, presumably, 
had drained all the % propa- 
ganda value out of its exploit 
in humiliating the “imperial- 
ist” leader, the United States, 


and exhibiting its crew with 
signed confessions of having 
intruded into North Korean 
waters. 

Moreover, there had been 
reports that the feed, care and 
security watch on 82 Pueblo 
crewmen represented both a 


financial drain and a trouble- 
some chore for North Korea. 

Therefore both sides found 
they could get together on the 
formula for a statement which 
would allow the Pueblo crew- 
men to come home from their 
long captivity. 


